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Intercultural conversation: Building understanding together 
Karen Dooley, Queensland University of Technology 
 
 
Depending on the circumstances, conversations across boundaries can be 
delightful, or just vexing: what they mainly are, though, is inevitable 
(Appiah, 2007: xix). 
 
 
Classroom talk, it has been recognised for several decades, is central to student 
learning (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978; Edwards & Mercer, 1987; Edwards & Westgate, 1994; 
Mercer, 1995; Nystrand, 1997; McNaughton, 2002). It is to work on classroom talk 
then that some teachers are turning as student populations become more diverse 
linguistically and culturally. Recently, suggestions have been made for „stretching‟, 
„extending‟, or „pushing‟ English Language Learners' (ELLs') linguistic and 
conceptual development by scaffolding or otherwise promoting production of more, 
and more complex, instructional talk (e.g., Dansie, 2001; Gibson, 2002; Cappellini, 
2005; Mohr & Mohr, 2007; McNaughton, 2002; Wallace, 2008). There is compelling 
research evidence (McNaughton, 2002) that these strategies work. Opportunities for 
immersion in the language of school activities, and to learn the features of that 
language, improve literacy achievement across the curriculum, in particular 
vocabulary and comprehension development. 
 
Competence in classroom talk is dependent on participation in a learning community 
where talk is meaningful and key language is used repeatedly (McNaughton, 2002). 
Accordingly, there are many ideas in the literature for increasing ELLs‟ participation 
in classroom talk. Yet, talk is a two-way process: ELLs must have someone with 
whom to speak. With notable exceptions (e.g., Yoon, 2007), there is a lack of 
attention to the conversational capabilities of those others, in particular white, 
monolingual English-speaking students. It is to address this gap that this article 
suggests ideas for developing the capabilities of all students – ELLs or otherwise – for 
instructional conversations in mainstream classrooms where English is used by some 
as a first or only language, and by others as a second language. 
 
I am using „conversation‟ both literally and metaphorically (Appiah, 2007) here. In 
the literal sense, „conversation‟ refers to spontaneous, spoken, dialogic 
communication that takes place in real time in a shared context. In recent decades this 
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type of talk has been an important goal of second and foreign language teaching 
(Thornbury & Slade, 2006), but not necessarily of first language teaching. In the 
metaphorical sense, „conversation‟ refers to engagement with the ideas of others 
(Appiah, 2007). It entails connecting with others through talk and interacting with 
interest and enthusiasm. These qualities characterise classroom talk which enables 
learning. “Learning” it has been observed “occurs through engagement”, but the 
experiences and ideas of others with whom we engage in classrooms are often 
“marked by extraordinary difference” (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005: 47).  
 
Neither literal participation nor engagement can be taken for granted in conversation 
across linguistic and cultural difference in classrooms. There is growing evidence of 
failure in both senses in schools and other institutions (Lippi-Green, 1997; Bremer, 
Roberts, Vasseur, Simonot & Broeder, 1996; Toohey, 2000; Norton, 2000, 2001; Day, 
2002; Miller, 2003; Pon, Goldstein & Schecter, 2003; Yoon, 2007). The research 
shows that white, monolingual English-speakers do not necessarily engage with ELLs 
with interest and enthusiasm. Rather, they sometimes arbitrate what counts as „good 
English‟, reject speakers of so-called „accented‟ English as conversation partners, and 
do not carry a fair share of the burden of work it takes to achieve understanding in 
conversation. Programs to improve the participation of ELLs in classroom talk thus 
need to help white, monolingual speakers critique their exercise of social power in 
conversation, develop an ethics of care for others, and understand the difficulties of 
learning and using a second language. 
 
The concept of „plurilingualism‟ (Council of Europe, 2001) provides a useful 
perspective on conversational development in linguistically and culturally diverse 
classrooms. It assumes that individuals‟ experience of language expands from the 
cultural contexts of home to those of various communities, including the languages of 
other peoples. During this process communicative competence is built up from an 
individual‟s total stock of experience and knowledge of language/s. In particular 
communicative encounters the individual is able to call upon different parts of this 
competence. The crucial point is that learning even a first or only language is a life-
long endeavour. In negotiating understanding with others who use unfamiliar dialectic 
or learner varieties of the language, monolingual English speakers‟ communicative 
competence is potentially expanded. 
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This article suggests ways of developing students‟ conversational capabilities in both 
the literal and metaphorical senses. The focus is not only on learners of English, but 
also on students who are first or monolingual English speakers. Given increasing 
flows of people and products across borders in recent decades, given connection 
through the worldwide web, the lives of these latter speakers are shaped, sometimes 
unexpectedly, through contact with linguistic and cultural others whom they would 
have once not encountered (Appiah, 2007). Moreover, the intercultural encounters in 
which they find themselves are likely to entail not only multiple cultures and 
languages, but also diverse Englishes emerging in a world where there are vastly more 
second than native speakers of the language. An ethos of cosmopolitanism promises 
ways of living together in these conditions of difference (Appiah, 2007). It assumes 
that our obligation to others extends beyond kin and fellow citizens, and further, that 
all human lives, irrespective of difference from our own, not only matter but are also 
worthy of care and interest. In this way, the notion of cosmopolitanism enables us to 
understand our social and ethical responsibilities in contexts of unexpected or 
perplexing diversity. 
 
Intercultural communication: A critical challenge for educators 
 
Intercultural capabilities were long ago described as „strategic competence‟ and 
considered to be an intrinsic part of communicative competence. If second and 
foreign language teachers are trained in making themselves understood, it was asked, 
why should students be denied similar training (Canale, 1983)? Some of the targets of 
such training have also been suggested by sociolinguistic work that points to 
misunderstandings arising from differences of interactional norms (Wolfson, 1983) 
and communicative styles (Scollon & Scollon, 1983), and research describing how 
(mis)understanding occurs in conversation (Bremer et al., 1996). 
 
More recently, researchers have looked at relations of linguistic power inherent in 
English-language classrooms in Western countries. During conversation, 
understanding is usually established collaboratively, although the work of building 
understanding, what some term „the communicative burden‟, is not shared equally. 
The heavier responsibility typically falls to the listener as the person most able to 
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monitor comprehension. However, this dynamic is sometimes reversed when 
proficient and learner speakers of English are conversing. Learners are sometimes 
held responsible for establishing understanding even when they are not the listener, 
and despite their having the least linguistic resources for fixing communication 
problems (Lippi-Green, 1997). This reversal of conversational conventions has been 
found in school classrooms in the U.S., Canada and Australia (Toohey, 2000; Day, 
2002; Miller, 2003; Yoon, 2007). 
 
The classroom studies have shown that speakers of English deemed accented or 
foreign are not only rejected as legitimate conversation partners, but also expected to 
carry the heavier part of the communicative burden, and even blamed for 
miscommunication: He‟s incomprehensible. Not surprisingly, ELLs sometimes suffer 
embarrassment, shame and feelings of inferiority, and opt for debilitating silence. At 
the same time, the impatience, anger and resentment of proficient English speakers is 
fuelled and stereotypes, such as that of the „shy Asian girl‟, are strengthened (Lippi-
Green, 1997; Bremer et al., 1996; Toohey, 2000; Norton, 2000, 2001; Day, 2002; 
Miller, 2003; Pon, Goldstein & Schecter, 2003; Yoon, 2007). The lack of care for, and 
interest in others, evident in these findings present significant ethical challenges. 
Critical pedagogic questions arise: How might teachers help students build resources 
for participation in classroom conversation across linguistic and cultural difference? 
How might literal participation by both ELLs and proficient speakers of English be 
promoted? How might engagement be promoted? These are the questions addressed 
in this article. 
 
Building capabilities for literal participation in intercultural conversation 
 
Conversation is interactive work: understanding is constructed actively, cooperatively 
and jointly. In successful conversations across linguistic difference, learners and 
proficient speakers typically contribute differently to building understanding (Bremer 
& Simonot, 1996a,b). In this section I suggest ways of modelling, instructing and 
practising these contributions. 
 
Firstly, it is important to establish that conversation is indeed actively and 
cooperatively enacted. Football, basketball, tennis, volleyball, table tennis and other 
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sporting analogies are useful to this end (Kubota, 2001). To begin, watch a video clip 
of a game with the students. Afterwards, discuss the players‟ collaborative and joint 
efforts. The next step is to treat video clips of conversations in the same way. You 
might select extracts from films and tv shows the students enjoy, including sports, 
music and reality shows involving panel discussion, chit-chat or interviews. 
Alternatively, you might script and record conversations especially for the activity. 
Build up a chart of terminology for discussing the talk: repeat, say it again, speak up, 
speak clearly, slow down, hesitate, mispronounce, pause, not get a word in edgeways, 
lose the thread, mumble, whisper (Sherman, 2003). Use the language to analyse the 
videos: 
o Did the conversation „just happen‟ or did it require work on the part of the 
speakers?  
o How did the speakers work together to „pull off‟ the conversation?  
o What plurilingual competence did the speakers draw on? Did they switch 
languages or dialects? Did someone take the role of interpreter? What use was 
made of paralinguistics? Was the language simplified?  
o Were there moments of confusion? Why or why not?  
o Was the confusion fixed? How? Did the speakers contribute similarly? Why? 
 
Clarification formulae for ELLs 
After establishing that differences of language or language proficiency require 
speakers to contribute differently to conversation, the next step is to help students 
improve their conversation skills. For ELLs, it is important to be able to point 
misunderstandings out. When they are not completely reliant on proficient speakers to 
check, diagnose and fix problems, ELLs are able to control the build up of confusion 
and lack of understanding. The more explicitly an ELL is able to indicate the source 
of difficulty, the easier it is for a more proficient speaker to help fix the problem. 
However, threats to face are likely to arise, possibly for both parties, when problems 
of understanding are pointed out. If the conversation is to continue productively, it is 
necessary to minimise these threats. One way of doing this is to equip students with 
conventional ways of requesting clarification (e.g., Pardon?). For more than 30 years, 
it has been recognised that much of a speaker‟s language is simply conventional, a 
stock of formulae, clichés, idioms, quotations, allusions and other routines (Vihaman, 
1982). Clarification formulae are worth teaching because they enable ELLs to 
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overcome misunderstanding with minimal disruption to conversation (Vasseur, 
Broeder & Roberts, 1996; Thornbury & Slade, 2006). 
 
One way to develop face-saving language for negotiating misunderstandings is to 
begin by building up a chart of formulae used by proficient speakers. In addition to 
signals that one is following the conversation or not, formulae that enable learners to 
act like proficient speakers of a language should be included (Thornbury & Slade, 
2006). These are formulae that take the focus off learner status, attributing problems 
to external factors: Sorry? It‟s noisy in here. Also include formulae that enable 
learners to „buy time‟ by pretending to have not heard (Pardon? Sorry? Eh?), 
repeating the speaker‟s question (You mean…?) or using delaying noises or fillers 
(well, um, er). 
 
ELLs can be encouraged to keep a personal phrasebook of formulae for negotiating 
meaning. Include a page at the back with a table on which they can record their use of 
the formulae in authentic conversations. Encourage students to listen to how others 
negotiate understanding in conversations. This ensures formulae are up-to-date and 
contextually appropriate, and potentially strengthens dispositions to independent life-
long language learning. Have students share discoveries with the class and add to their 
phrasebooks formulae they would like to use. Lexical chants (Thornbury & Slade, 
2006) provide a useful way to practise newly discovered formulae before trying them 
out in conversation: 
Group A: Pardon? It‟s noisy in here. 
Group B: Mmm, I was trying to say. 
Group A: Really? 
Group B: Yes! 
Group A: Do go on. 
Group B: Believe it or not… 
 
Students might also enjoy playing games and writing with conversational formulae. 
Set a fun challenge: What is the most complex combination of conversational 
formulae you can come up with? (Sorry, you want to know what I think about this? 
Well, um, it depends, actually…) (Thornbury & Slade, 2006). You might also work 
with your students to write a humorous book featuring conversational formulae 
(Cappellini, 2005). Include repetition and a progressive build-up of formulae. 
Younger adolescents might enjoy using the book in shared book reading sessions; 
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older students might enjoy preparing a reading of the book for children. In either case, 
your animated reading of the book will enable students to read along and build 
fluency. 
 
As students‟ control of clarification formulae improves, view some clips of 
conversations demonstrating low-level intercultural resources (e.g., speaking as if the 
other person hasn‟t spoken, silence, nonverbals such as shoulder-shrugging, and 
communication blockers such as I don‟t understand!) (Vasseur, Broeder & Roberts, 
1996). You might ask groups of students to script and record these conversations and 
screen them for others in the class. Analyse the clips with the students: What might 
the speakers have done to improve the conversation? Role play improved versions of 
the conversations. 
 
Pre-emptive and fixing strategies for proficient speakers 
 
The preceding section targeted ELLs‟ plurilingual competence. However, proficient 
speakers need to do their part by pre-empting and fixing misunderstanding. Some pre-
emptive strategies, such as making room in conversations for learners to speak, and 
taking up and recasting learners' partially correct or incomplete responses, have 
already been described in detail in the reading literature on scaffolding ELLs' 
participation in classroom talk (e.g., Dansie, 2001; Gibson, 2002; Cappellini, 2005; 
Mohr & Mohr, 2007). Another useful pre-emptive strategy is to give learners some 
control over the conversational topic. As has long been known, classroom 
conversations are traditionally teacher-directed events: some teachers of ELLs talk 
two-thirds more than all the learners in the class put together (Breen, 2001). Yet, there 
is evidence that asking questions, rather than passively responding to questions, 
enables learners to direct conversation according to their understanding. Student 
control is therefore an important pre-emptive strategy (Bremer & Simonot, 1996a). 
 
For reasons of face and confidence, student control is more likely in small group or 
one-on-one interactions. Moreover, it is more likely in conversation arising from an 
activity in which a student is engaged: conversation for conversation‟s sake tends to 
fall flat and become contrived. However, when a student is deeply involved in solving 
a problem or carrying out an activity in a learning community, comments and 
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questions arise more naturally, especially if more proficient speakers are careful to not 
to dominate the conversation. Projects or theme work in content areas across the 
mainstream curriculum are ideal environments for this type of conversation. At the 
same time, there is evidence (McNaughton, 2002) that such conversation contributes 
to better content area outcomes for students whose linguistic and cultural resources 
differ from those traditionally assumed by school activities (McNaughton, 2002). 
 
In addition to pre-emptive strategies, strategies for fixing problems of understanding 
are useful for more proficient speakers of the language. These strategies depend 
somewhat on how precisely the learner is able to indicate the source of difficulty. 
When the indication is very precise, misunderstanding is easily addressed. The 
proficient speaker can simply repeat and explain the difficult language (Bremer & 
Simonot, 1996a). In contrast, when the indication is vague, more proficient speakers 
can refer back to the context (Ok, we‟re trying to explain why leaves are green). They 
can also reformulate what they have said to make it easier to understand. 
Comprehension checks can be used to ensure that the reformulation worked (Bremer 
& Simonot, 1996a). 
 
In addition to pre-empting and fixing misunderstandings, the more proficient speaker 
should monitor their own listening comprehension. As was noted earlier, this 
convention of English conversation is sometimes violated in conversations with an 
ELL. To avoid this inequitable use of power, the more proficient speaker needs to 
indicate whether or not they are following. Sympathetic noises (Uh-huh, mmm, yeah, 
interesting, okay okay, ah-huh, yes yes, right) can be used to signal comprehension, 
and clarification formulae (Sorry? Oh? Really? I don‟t quite get it) to signal 
misunderstanding (Thornbury & Slade, 2006). 
 
By way of example, consider the following interaction drawn from interviews 
conducted as part of a study of the engagement in schooling of middle school students 
who arrived in Australia as refugees from Africa. The interaction was elicited by the 
question: What do you like doing best [at school]? The young Sudanese student 
replied reading. As the interviewer, I probed: What type of reading? 
 
1 S Teacher get the book from Summer Text. 
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2 Int The teacher gets the book from, sorry? 
3 St Summer Text. 
4 Int Oh, science texts. 
5 St Summer Text. 
6 Int I don‟t know that one, sorry. 
7 St It‟s Summer Text. 
8 Int Summer Text, oh, from the school bookshop? 
9 St Yeah. 
 
Initially I could not recognise the bookshop name, Summer Text (pseudonym), a 
name which plays on the locality name, Summer Ridge (pseudonym). I recognised the 
first sound in „summer‟, but not the rest of the word, and guessed „science texts‟. 
Conscious of the power relationship in a research interview between a first language-
speaking academic and a middle school ELL, I was trying to save face for the student. 
To this end, I repeated the student‟s words and feigned having not heard (l.2), ran 
checks on my own comprehension (ll. 4, 8), and pretended, apologetically (while 
trying to end the interaction), that the problem was my ignorance of local bookshops 
(l.6). This interaction is no exemplar of best practice. A colleague has pointed out that 
I might have avoided imposing my guess, science texts (l.4), by asking Where is that? 
I don‟t know where it is. However, the data does show strategies alternative to 
blaming ELLs for being „incomprehensible‟. 
 
To help proficient speakers think about pre-empting and fixing strategies, have them 
interview a person who speaks English as a second language (e.g., a teacher, a 
teacher‟s aide, older students at the school). Questions should probe what it is that 
makes it easy and difficult to use and learn a second language, and how proficient 
speakers of English can be better conversation partners. Interviewers should report 
back to the class. Similarly, students might interview a proficient speaker of English 
who works or interacts regularly with learners of the language. Questions might probe 
the ways they try to be good conversation partners. ELLs might be asked to nominate 
as interviewees people who are „easy to talk to‟. 
 
It is also helpful to model and discuss strategies. This is one of the lessons I have 
drawn from preparing my Australian undergraduate literacy education students for 
interactions with Hong Kong international students taking short English courses. Use 
of natural feedback displaying interest and mis/understanding, comprehension checks, 
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supportive body language, and providing sufficient time for ELLs to formulate 
utterances are some of the strategies that can be discussed in advance, modelled or 
applied in authentic conversations, and discussed later. One of the most productive 
discussions my undergraduates had about communicating across difference occurred 
when a student shared with us her embarrassment at not being able to fix a moment of 
incomprehension during a discussion with a Hong Kong student. How do you explain 
„avocado?‟ she asked me anxiously as I walked around the room during the 
discussion period. The misunderstanding was resolved when the Hong Kong student 
pulled a bilingual dictionary from her bag. Follow-up discussion focused on the 
inevitability of misunderstanding and the necessity of being prepared for it. In 
contexts of great diversity where it is unrealistic to try to equip students with 
knowledge of every language and culture they might encounter, these are some of the 
most important, and realistic, intercultural learnings for students (Thornbury & Slade, 
2006). 
 
So far, this article has looked at building students‟ resources for literal participation in 
conversation. The focus turns now to the other sense of conversation, that is, to 
engagement with the ideas and experiences of others (Appiah, 2007). 
 
Engaging with others in conversation 
 
Engagement cannot be taken for granted. In part, this is because conversation across 
difference can be face-threatening as evident from the Summer Text data analysed 
earlier. Face is a key theme in the accounts of schooling provided by students from 
Sudan, Burundi, Rwanda and Eritrea who participated in the project which produced 
that data. Students spoke repeatedly of „understanding‟. They praised teachers who 
were relatively easy to understand (“normal” as one student put it), and who 
understood them relatively easily. They advised students like themselves to work hard 
to understand lessons. The students‟ parents also reported that they had been 
encouraged by teachers to talk with their children about the importance of speaking 
up in class to clarify problems of understanding. Yet, some of the students said that 
they would neither answer teachers‟ questions nor ask questions in class. Rather, they 
would seek help from friends or from the teacher after class. 
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Asked to explain their reluctance to speak, students said they feared being made fun 
of: The good friends tell you things, how to do it and don‟t laugh at you, but the bad 
friend laugh at you and say “you don‟t know things”. In contrast, one student 
indicated that he often sought clarification: if I don‟t understand something I can ask 
them [teachers] and they‟ll help me. Yeah, they help me to understand. Asked why he 
was not afraid, this student noted the risk: the other students asking like silly questions, 
the other students laugh sometimes, but said he still asked for help because I want to 
know what it says. The point here is that face was a consideration in classrooms where 
differences of language proficiency were used to discriminate against others. With an 
apologetic nod to my whiteness (sorry), one student overtly attributed the 
embarrassment she suffered in these classes to white students‟ exercise of racial 
power, naming the behaviours as racist. 
 
People are likely to apply themselves most to the face-threatening work of negotiating 
understanding across linguistic and cultural difference when the risk is not too great, 
“if the learning environment feels safe, if it is a place where the learner feels they still 
belong even if only as a traveller” (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005: 48). Furthermore, 
engagement is more likely if all speakers are deeply invested in the success of a given 
conversation (Lippi-Green, 1997; Goldstein, 2003). In the words of Appiah (2007: 99):  
the great lesson of anthropology is that when the stranger is no longer 
imaginary, but real and present, sharing a human social life, you may like 
or dislike him, you may agree or disagree; but, if it is what you both want, 
you can make sense of each other in the end. 
 
The challenge then is to set up conditions within which students feel safe and want to 
make sense of each other across linguistic and cultural differences. As the comments 
by the African students cited above suggest, teachers need to help white, monolingual 
speakers of English understand and care about those who are racially, linguistically 
and cultural different from them. Critique and reflection which challenges stereotypes, 
bias and prejudice, and builds empathy, tolerance and positive attitudes towards 
linguistic others, is a useful start (Toohey, 2000; Kubota, 2001; Goldstein, 2003).  
 
Further, students should also be encouraged to imagine how the classroom might be 
made more supportive. Work with students to develop class rules which preclude 
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verbal and nonverbal behaviour that humiliates, intimidates or embarrasses others 
when they are speaking (e.g., talking through others‟ presentations, making loud and 
negative asides about a speaker, raising eyebrows or making gestures, and yawning, 
drumming on the desk or other conspicuous displays of boredom or disinterest). Rules 
might be included about apologising for inadvertent moments of humiliation, 
intimidation or embarrassment. Moreover, misunderstandings in classroom 
conversations can be discussed with students as they arise. Teachers can help students 
articulate the problem, naming linguistic and racial discrimination where appropriate 
(Toohey, 2000; Kubota, 2001, Goldstein, 2003). 
 
It is easy to provide students with opportunities to monitor their use of intercultural 
conversation resources by adding criteria about negotiating understanding to self-
assessment sheets. In addition to criteria about teamwork, leadership and participation, 
criteria focusing on intercultural behaviours can be given to students: 
 
o I tried to understand what the other people in my group were saying 
o I asked the person I was talking with questions to help me understand them 
better 
o I gave other people in my team all they time they needed when they were talking 
o I tried to fix the problem when people didn‟t understand me 
 
It might also be appropriate to use simulation activities to enable proficient speakers 
of English to get a feel for the everyday classroom experience of students who are 
learning the language. One such activity requires proficient English-speaking students 
to answer questions or complete an activity using information from a text in which a 
few words of a language they do not speak or read have been inserted. Another 
activity requires proficient speakers of English to complete a simple worksheet in an 
unfamiliar language, using a translation key in English, and then reading their answers 
aloud during marking. After simulation activities like these, the teacher can help the 
students analyse their experience critically (Burke, Kay, Matwiejczyk & Rees, 1991; 
Kubota, 2001; Pon et al., 2003). Here are some useful questions: 
o What problems did you have?  
o Did you feel angry, frustrated or exhausted? Why did you feel that way?  
o Were you able to follow instructions? 
o What were the demands on your concentration like?  
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o Did you feel as your turn to speak approached?  
o Were you able to keep up?  
o How did you feel about your pronunciation? 
o Were you pleased with your performance? 
o What were your thoughts on having to „look it up‟ on the translation key?  
o How did you feel about having only partial understanding of the content of 
the lesson and knowing your answers might be wrong?  
 
A similar strategy involves asking students to give directions, recount an event, 
explain something or carry out some other oral activity in a modified version of 
English (e.g., ban students from using the definite article, a common preposition or 
any word spelt with a given letter). Afterwards, help the students analyse their 
experience critically: 
o What problems did you have? How did you feel?  
o How might the problems been avoided or fixed? 
 
This simulation activity has been particularly useful in prompting some of my 
preservice teacher students to recognise their unmerited linguistic advantages, and 
appreciate the often hidden anxiety and hard work of ELL peers. Some have found the 
experience so transformative that they have elected to design similar activities for 
their school-aged students. 
 
Intercultural resources for all speakers of a language 
 
The aim of this article has been to suggest some ways of building students‟ resources 
for managing problems of understanding intrinsic to intercultural conversation; to pre-
empt, identify and collaborate to negotiate misunderstandings or incomprehension; to 
engage with ideas and experiences of others. The focus has been on building the 
strategic competence of ELLs and more proficient English speakers alike, albeit 
differently. This approach arises from a plurilingual perspective that construes 
language mastery not in terms of native or native-like proficiency, but in terms of 
communicative competence in a potentially ever-widening range of cultural contexts. 
Accordingly, learning to communicate in even a first language is a lifelong endeavour. 
The dispositions, knowledge and skills required to this end include those discussed 
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here, but also interpretation/translation and bilingual competences beyond the scope 
of the article (Council of Europe, 2001). 
 
Discussions of ELLs‟ participation in classroom talk are often motivated by concern 
for equity of academic access and outcomes for linguistic minority students. That is 
true of the present article. However, the article is motivated also by concern to better 
equip all students – proficient speakers of mainstream variants of English included – 
for communication in the new linguistic worlds of the twenty first century. The ideas 
are useful also for contexts in which languages other than English are dominant. 
While of particular salience to teachers in English-speaking contexts given evidence 
of inequitable conversational relations amongst proficient and learner speakers of 
English in classrooms (Toohey, 2000; Day, 2002; Miller, 2003; Yoon, 2007), the 
ideas might be adapted to other language contexts given their provenance in literature 
addressing contexts in which English is not necessarily the official language or 
language of instruction. The hope is one of increasing the delight, as Appiah (2007) 
put it, and reducing the vexatiousness of conversations across cultural and linguistic 
boundaries that become more inevitable as schools become more diverse. 
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